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 In addition to this guidance, 
QCDA has produced a short 
film showing how some schools 
and colleges are responding to 
stretch and challenge and the 
new A* grade at A level.
The film is available on the 
QCDA website,  
www.qcda.gov.uk. 
Background to the 
changes 

























After doing A levels you sort of 
realise that A levels aren’t about 
how good you are at the 
subject. It’s how good you are 
at learning the mark scheme.
A level student
I quite like it in the sense that it 
does add that depth and I think 
that it takes away that 
superficiality. My only concern is 
in terms of the impact on 
workload [on students] and on 
their managing that workload … 
because we’re asking them to do 
an awful lot of research.









































































•• developing better conceptual 
understanding and linkage between 
concepts across the specification
•• developing higher order skills of analysis, 
evaluation and synthesis




Teaching and learning for stretch 
and challenge
The issue of differentiation is 
quite a tricky one for a lot of  
A level teachers … because in  
the past you have kind of gone 
for that middle segment and I 
think that increasingly with stretch 
and challenge you have to be 
prepared to do a little bit more 
than that. I think more and more 
teachers are building into their 
schemes of work the idea of 
differentiation to try and stretch 
and challenge their students –  
to give some more demanding 
homework, to encourage them  
to read more widely.




























































The depth of knowledge that the 
students are expected to have is,  
I think, a big difference to what 
was expected in the previous 15 
years. The extent of that depth of 
knowledge – I found it surprising 
that they are… expected to go 
into much more depth than they 
were previously, so what I find is 
that it is not sufficient for them to 
know a little bit about a lot – they 
can’t know just superficial things, 
they have to know in detail. That’s 
[a] challenge, getting that depth  
of knowledge and understanding 
in the same time frame.

































There is an expectation that  
they will have a much deeper 
understanding and an ability  
to apply that to a wider range  
of situations.
Head of science,  
Gosford Hill School
Building trust 
They don’t know how much they 
are going to enjoy it until they 
have been stretched. You can’t sit 
back and say ‘Oh they’ll be 
scared.’ My philosophy is that it is 
like a journey. I say ‘come with 
me. I am a tour guide – you know 
you go to Turkey, you don’t like 
all of it. This will be the same 
thing, just stay with me and you’ll 
enjoy it.










































Using questioning to 
develop conceptual 
understanding 
We have a quiz at the start of 
most lessons … some of the 
questions we look at on the 
whiteboard will last just a couple 
of minutes, others will last for 10 
or 15 minutes … [their success] will 
depend on how good a job we can 
do with getting them to speak 
physics as opposed to English. If 
they can get the vocabulary right 
and use that appropriately, I’m 
hoping that they will be able to 
get the correct physics sense out 
of the answers.















They have been told they are 
absolutely going to have to do 
more independent reading and 
learning to cope with the stretch 
and challenge. But they are doing 
that reading and they are finding 
excitement in the reading. I can 
remember someone saying five 
years ago that there is nothing in 
Pride and Prejudice of any 
relevance to their A level study [it 
was not a set book]. Now the 
students are reading it on their 
own, discussing it, presenting it, 
they get very excited.




























2.  Approaches to learning that emphasise 






3.  Enhancing the initial learning of an 
idea using concrete examples to help 





I am continually referring back, 
getting the idea from the 
previous context and bringing  
it forward into the new one. 
Saying ‘look it’s the same thing 
but with a different example to 
illustrate it.




















When we do exponentials we 
make popcorn at the start. The 
whole point of the popcorn is that 
the rate of popping is proportional 
to the number of un-popped 
popcorns – the kids get that idea. 
But the idea then transcends to 
that the rate of X is dependent on 
the rate of Y. So, while it sounds 
gimmicky, you have a common 
point [making popcorn] that you 
can come back to every time they 
have something else they think 
might be exponential.
Head of science,  
Gosford Hill School
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4.  Helping students to represent problems 














5.  Helping students monitor, reflect upon 


























































The appendix includes more information 










































































Teaching for higher skills 
development
Example 1 – Raising awareness of higher order skills 
 
Start by making it clear that learners need to do more than simply regurgitate information to do 
well: 
 
“Imagine that as a teacher I have three pots of marks that I can distribute when I’m marking 
an essay. One pot is knowledge based – Talcott Parsons said that this statistic reveals that etc, 
etc. That’s the stuff you’ve learnt and obviously that is an essential element of any essay. The 
chances are that you’ll probably get about 50 per cent of the marks for doing that. But if all you 
produce is a load of factual information with very little evaluation and very little linking back to 
the question, then all you will be getting is a D for that particular assessment. So just producing 
a load of factual information is only going to get you so far.” 
 
Provide a strong image to help students think about what they need to do: 
 
“Imagine an answer to a question is like a hamburger [and draw this on the board]. The top bun 
is your linking back to the question, then you have your content, and then your intermediate 
conclusion, some evaluation and then round it all off [label each part of the hamburger with the 
different skills].” 
 
Using two strong images – pots of marks and a hamburger – raises awareness of the different 
skills that need to be included, but the students still need to be taught what analysis and 
evaluation look like in the context of the subject.
 
“So I show them how to open the paragraph ‘One sociologist who would agree with this 
point is …’ ‘A sociologist who would disagree is …’ ‘They would argue that …’ That is your 
application. Then you would get into why they would agree/disagree with the evaluation.”
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Example 2 – Self-assessment using colour coding  
 
This idea is introduced in the AS year when students suggest ideas and sentences in response 
to an essay question, with other ideas and sentences supplied by the teacher, to develop an 
answer. This answer is then analysed to show where the skills of application of knowledge, 
analysis, synthesis and evaluation are being deployed. Parts of the answer are then highlighted 
in different colours to provide concrete examples of these skills. These exemplars can be placed 
on the virtual learning environment (VLE) so that they are available to students when they are 
working on their own.  
 
Students can carry on using the colour coding approach to self-assess essays before handing 
them in. The colour coding forces students to recognise when written work is over reliant on 
factual recall and highlights evidence of the use of the higher order skills. This helps students 
to reformulate their essays and include more use of the higher order skills. By the A2 year this 
approach should be a routine part of most students’ learning practice. 
 
Using these tools rapidly raises the marks that students get for their essays and their awareness 
of how they are achieving these gains. This helps them to reflect on their own learning and self-
assess. 
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Example 3 – Identifying the steps  
 
First, emphasise the need to be critical of everything and model an approach to asking 
questions that requires learners to be critical: 
 
“On the first day in class I will tell you something but the next day I will ask you ‘Is this the only 
way to think about this, what might be an exception?’”    
 
Then provide strong analogies that students can use as an aide memoire to remind themselves 
of the meaning of analysis and evaluation: 
 
“Imagine the four walls of the classroom. Whatever you can see in front of you, the front wall, 
that is your knowledge, you can see it there in front of you, learn it. Now, for analysis you have 
to turn your head from side to side and ask ‘how does this work?’ Evaluation – you have to turn 
your head right around and look at the back wall and ask ‘Is there anything else? How else could 
we look at this?” 
 
Finally, model quite explicitly what evidence of the skills looks like in written answers: 
 
“I start for example with an idea – lower levels of trade union power will cause lower 
unemployment. OK that is a statement of knowledge. But then I analyse it for them so they 
understand how. I emphasise the need to put steps in between the two parts of the statement 
but to help them I suggest a minimum of two steps and a maximum of three. Any more than 
that and they get lost and wander off. So here – the lower  
the trade union power, the lower the demand for wages and fewer strikes, therefore more 
motivation for firms to expand and take on more labour, and so higher employment levels.”
 
Notice the emphasis being placed on the words “therefore” and “so”. This process of analysing 
statements becomes routine – it is done repeatedly verbally and then in writing – and as this 
approach started in the AS year, many students do it automatically in their A2 year.
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Developing higher 












































In English literature there is an 
increased level of debate that 
students have to be aware of. 
They don’t have to be critics but 
they have got to be aware of 
alternative interpretations and 
opinions. So debate [in class] is a 
very important aspect and they 
enjoy that.
English teacher,  
Oxford and Cherwell Valley College
Scrutinising mark schemes helps 
students to understand the 
number of marks available for 
source review and makes them 
aware of the difference between 
narrative writing and analysis. 
Students are beginning to 
appreciate the level of evaluation 
of sources required.























Teaching for better written 
communication
A key challenge is on written 
communication and extended 
pieces of writing … where our 
students frequently fall down is 
being able to articulate what they 
know and so they often have 
factual knowledge, but when 
they’re given much more open-
ended questions and they’re asked 
to discuss things and to express 
that in written form they find that 
really quite challenging.
Head of sixth form,  
Moseley Park School
The requirements for the assessment of 
QWC in the revised A levels are outlined in 
paragraph 87 of the Statutory regulations 
of external qualifications in England, Wales 
and Northern Ireland (QCA/04/1293). When 
producing written material, assessments must 
require candidates to:
• ensure that text is legible and that 
spelling, punctuation and grammar are 
accurate so meaning is clear
• select and use a form and style of writing 
appropriate to purpose and to complex 
subject matter
• organise information clearly and 
coherently, using specialist vocabulary 
when appropriate.
Please note: these requirements only apply 
to producing written material in English, 
Welsh or Irish (Gaelige) – they do not apply 
when producing written material in other 
languages.
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Our students find it very  
difficult to express their ideas. 
They can talk happily and they  
can explain things orally. But  
they cannot write a lot of them – 
that is a huge generalisation but  
a lot of them find it difficult to 
express exactly what they want  
to say. They often say the 
opposite of what they mean. 
Expression is I suppose the 
biggest problem here.
English literature teacher,  
Oxford and Cherwell Valley College 
Longer questions with more  
marks pose problems because 
students tend to continue writing 




There has to be a greater 
concentration on QWC because 
even the most able students can 
have difficulties with paragraphing 
and punctuation.



































Critical feedback is vital – training 
students to use apposite words 















































After setting a problem and a brainstorming 
session, ideas are captured on separate 
pieces of paper. These ideas are then 
organised into an argument to answer the 
question. The separate ideas are moved 
around to produce a reasoned response 
to the question. Gaps in the argument are 
identified and remedied. If an electronic 
whiteboard is available, ideas can be 
captured in the form of whole sentences, with 
an answer emerging progressively. By moving 
text around, an improving response to the 
question is constructed, with any gaps in 
the argument being identified and resolved. 
Throughout the process, explicit attention 
is paid to identifying the skills of analysis, 
synthesis and evaluation. The outline answer 
produced is placed on the VLE for students 
to use when producing their own piece of 
written work.
A different approach would be for the teacher 
to produce a set of sentences that form 
the response to a question. Students could 
organise these into paragraphs to produce an 
argument. This can then be developed on to 
the ordering of whole paragraphs. 
… the challenge is making them 
write concisely, because they over 
write quite a lot so the idea of 
quality rather than quantity is very 
significant. I will take out the 
unnecessary bits [from a piece of 
written work], literally just cross 
them through and explain that 
‘you’ve said that already’ or ‘that 
is an elaboration of a point that is 
unnecessary’ or ‘this is a 
tautology’.
English teacher,  
Oxford and Cherwell Valley College
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In English we’ve got very clear 
feedback sheets. They have to self-
assess first and then they give it in 
and then we give our comments. 
Then they have to set targets for 
the next essay based on our 
comments and the assessment 
objectives. We highlight the 
assessment objectives we think 
they’ve fulfilled so they know 
where they are on the band and 
they know exactly what’s going to 
be required if they need to get  
band 4 – I know it is teaching to 
the exam but they are certainly 
made aware of what they have  
to do.
English teacher,  
Oxford and Cherwell Valley College
 QCDA’s guidance on delivering 
projects, including a film on 
the experience of schools and 
colleges, is available from the 
QCDA website,  
www.qcda.gov.uk.
































We’re doing transport economics 
at the moment as part of our A2. 
One of the issues that we have got 
to look at is the problem of 
congestion. What we did this time 
round, which is different to how I’d 
have done it in the past, was to 
simply ask the students to advise 
me – I took on the role of Prime 
Minister. I gave them about two 
weeks to research a variety of 
solutions and they had to make 
recommendations. They gave 
about an hour long presentation 
on the various solutions they 
would make and as part of that 
they went away and researched 
Hong Kong, Singapore and 
Stockholm. The actual depth that 
they generated was fantastic, 
absolutely astonishing.
Economics teacher,  
Moseley Park School









All of the strategies we have got 
in place will stretch students of 
any ability and hopefully will take 
them up a grade or two.







































Changes to teaching and 
learning for the A* grade


















































•  Changes to AS and A levels Information for 
teachers (QCA/08/3737) 
•  Preparing students for ‘stretch and 

















































Step-by-step directions on the 
construction and use of concept maps in 
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Who is it for? 
This guidance is for people involved in planning and delivering A levels 
in schools and colleges. 
What is it about?
This guidance is about the introduction of stretch and challenge and 
the new A* grade in revised A levels.  
What is it for?
This guidance will help teachers build on their existing teaching and 
learning strategies, and support their delivery of the stretch and 
challenge and A* aspects of the revised A levels.  
For more copies:
Email orderline@qcda.gov.uk 
or download from www.qcda.gov.uk/orderline
Reference QCDA/10/4731
Contact information:
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